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The way from Medieval Studies to modern violence might seem long to you, but 

it’s not.  In the 1980’s I did a study of civilizing trends in the Middle Ages.  It put me 

onto the topic—so did the world around me since the 60’s.  What I know from the studies 

in both ages is, first, that a cultural analysis of violence is important and ought to 

participate in the lively dialogue in the US on the subject.  And second, that cultures 

experience trends towards civilizing at times and at other times against it.  The 

aristocracy and court culture of the Middle Ages experienced a hugely influential trend 

toward civility, refinement of taste and behavior, starting in the eleventh century through 

to the end of the Middle Ages and beyond; and the period from approximately 1800 to 

the present in Europe and America experienced the opposite—in part the dismantling of 

that medieval trend.  This lecture is about the culture of violence in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries.  I can assure you, if you really want to “get medieval” that’s the 

period you should turn to,  not the Middle Ages. 

A culture of violence is a climate where violence is cultivated for its style, its 

entertainment value and its market value.   We live in such a culture, and the trend is 
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upward.   It’s cultivated in movies, books, fashion, rap music, video games; and it’s 

debated and theorized in philosophy, critical theory, political theory and in a steady 

stream of academic studies.  

I’m not talking about acts of violence, real murder, rape, carnage.  These happen 

in another realm altogether.  If they did not, then no “romance of violence” could 

develop.  In a romance, a devotee develops myths about the admired and desired object.  

The embodiment of the myth generates desire and invites identification.  So much the 

stronger when the embodiments are sleek, beautiful and admirable.  (Hence Keanu 

Reeves)   

In a romance of  violence, the love affair of the viewer with violence cannot 

outlast the real experience of it.  The same is often true in a romance of love (though not 

always): myths are a form of illusion, reality endangers them.  The distance between 

illusion and reality in the American love of violence has reached an outer limit.  This talk 

is about some of the myths that helped create and were created by our romance with 

violence. 

Champaign and Urbana are a good example of the  distinction between the culture 

of violence and the experience of it.  We are reasonably safe in central Illinois compared 

with any American big city.  We rarely witness real violence.  And yet the representation 

of it is everywhere, in the movies. You can now see Quentin Tarantino’s Kill Bill Part I, 

at the Beverly or the Savoy.  It’s playing alongside the remake of The Texas Chainsaw 

Massacre.  Both were released last month and are raking in large profits. When you go to 

see them at the Beverly Cinema, have a look at the video games on one side of the lobby.  

It is possible to practice killing enemies with assault weapons in four or five different 
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formats.  Some of you may have been to the poster sale in the art gallery of the Illini 

Union in late September.  [SHOW OVERHEADS]  The favored subject were violent 

scenes from movies: Reservoir Dogs and Pulp Fiction; Brad Pitt in Fight Club looking 

slightly insane but pleased as punch to have his face bleeding heroically; three posters of 

Al Pacino in Scarface, Scarface in the lap of luxury, Scarface with gun in hand, Scarface 

with bleeding face. 

Along with undergraduates—intellectuals, scholars and writers in America and 

Europe are big players in the culture of violence. It is studied, debated, fictionalized, 

analyzed, philosophized, hypostasized and metastasized.  Our Humanities Center theme 

for the year is “Violence.”    

And of course it’s the topic of this year’s humanities lecture.     

I would like to show the convergence of those two lines of culture, the popular 

and the intellectual, in the romanticising of violence. They cooperate in the upward trend.  

And a government that wants to make war is happy to benefit from that consensus. 

 

[I have omitted here an analysis of Stanley Kubrick’s 2001 A Space Odyssey, which I 

include in a more extensive version in the essay “The Romance of Violence and the 

Crisis of Mid-Twentieth-Century America: Stanley Kubrick’s 2001 A Space Odyssey, on 

this website.] 

 

  

A black monolith, then, is a final ground of explanation.  It is that which explains 

without itself being explicable or liable to rational analysis or even to questioning.  It 
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requires faith to function.  It is like a supreme court of scientific inquiry or cultural 

theory.  Origin myths are always black monoliths. God is a black monolith in religion.  In 

Freudian psychology, the subconscious is a black monolith.   We can infer the existence 

of God and the subconscious only from phenomena that we take to derive from them.  

Like any petitio principii, or appeal to origins, it claims that ultimate truth is to be sought 

in the inaccessible realm of beginnings. Moonwatcher is, by this regressive logic, more 

genuinely human than civilized man.  

 

PART TWO: CREATIVE VIOLENCE 

What were these guys [Dart and Ardrey] doing, foisting false assumptions of 

man’s killer nature on readers and viewers with the self-important pose of great scientists 

bravely facing terrible truths?  Let’s face it, we’re not crushingly deconstructing violence 

by proclaiming man's killer nature. We’re flattering ourselves.  We’re releasing our inner 

Dionysus and holding him up to admiration.  Or rather, we’re creating an inner Dionysus 

because we want to believe that we’re dangerous.  We’re doing what the weakling 

character in the movie Fight Club did: dreaming up some hidden second self, who’s a 

quintessence of virility and violence. 

What drives the culture of violence is a thirst much more for the shock and awe of 

our fellows than for their moral approval.  The culture of violence has to see violent acts 

as pregnant with good things. 

There is a European tradition of impregnating violence with blessings.  It is 

associated with the cult of genius and the idea of the privilege of genius in European 

romanticism.  I’ll just refer briefly to two great works that more than any generated an 
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adoration of violence in the west: Jakob Burckhardt’s Civilization of the Renaissance in 

Italy (1860) and Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy (1872). Both works evoke heroic ages 

of creativity and vitality (ancient Greece—Nietzsche. Renaissance Italy—Burckhardt) 

and represent them with the power of myth to a contemporary world which is sterile, 

convention-bound, and spiritless.  The criticism of the present was not explicit in 

Burckhardt but the implication was drawn decisively by his readers around the turn of the 

century and in the years prior to World War I.  From 1870-1914 European writers 

produced a remarkable number of dramas and prose works set in the Italian Renaissance.  

They glorify Renaissance tyrants for their ruthless self-assertiveness and their 

immorality.  Cesare Borgia led the pack. An implication that Burckhardt certainly 

intended was that the violence and arbitrariness in the wielding of power was closely 

connected with the brilliant flowering of Renaissance art.  Violence, conflict, ruthlessness 

favor art and in some sense elevate those who practice it and those who depict it.  Around 

1900 the theme became salon philosophy in Germany, discussed by overrefined aesthetes 

like Professor of Renaissance Art history Helmut Institoris in Thomas Mann’s Doctor 

Faustus, who claimed that only strong, brutal and impulsive characters are capable of 

creating great works of art.  The connection of violence and ruthlessness with titanic 

creativity lasts well into the twentieth century.   Witness this scene from Carol Reed’s 

film, The Third Man (1949), from the novel by Graham Green: [ORSON WELLES ON 

THE ACCOMPLISHMENTS OF THE RENAISSANCE]  

You know what the fellow said.  In Italy for 30 years under the Borgias they had 
warfare, terror, murder and bloodhsed.  But they produced Michelangelo, Leonardo da 
Vinci and the Renaissance.  In Switzerland they had brotherly love and 500 years of 
democracy and peace.  And what did that produce?  The cuckoo clock. 
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Nietzsche’s early work, The Birth of Tragedy played no less a role in inspiring 

visions of titanic and destructive outbreaks of creative force released from its captivity in 

a stringent social order.  Whatever the details of this theory of culture, the generation of 

intellectuals and artists after Nietzsche came away from this work with a thrilling vision 

of a chaotic and violent creative force, infused with a profound but pessimistic and tragic 

wisdom, but stifled by law, morality, and civilization. 

Late-blooming Nietzschean, Norman Mailer, gives us a fairly recent statement on 

creative violence. Mailer is a Dionysian type trapped in a world of middle class restraint 

and mediocrity.  This is from an interiew in 1965, “Talking about Violence.”  He points 

to a human type made wise by his tragic existence: “the criminal, athlete, boxer, and -- 

Mailer's phrase, -- "Negroes living in Harlem."  This tragic type possesses "an 

understanding of life which is comprehensive and often tragic."  Such people possess "a 

specific gravity and a depth of compassion which one doesn't find in their social opposite, 

the university-trained intellectual...  The hoodlum is more likely to encounter existential 

experience than the university man."1  The Nietzschean overtones are clear. 

 Mailer found a great opportunity to test his theories in practice. He took up a 

correspondence with a convict named Jack Abbot.  Abbot spent most of his life in prison.   

In 1978 he began a correspondence with Mailer, who was working on The Executioner’s 

Song at the time.  Mailer noted some life in Abbot’s style, which was mainly striking 

because of its brutal realism, for instance describing the act of driving a knife into a 

fellow inmate and watching him die.  Lo and behold, Mailer had discovered the 

embodiment of that wise criminal who possesses "a comprehensive and tragic 

understanding of life" and "a depth of compassion” which makes us university trained 
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intellectuals seem unfeeling.  With Mailer's patronage Abbot published his prison 

memoirs, In the Belly of the Beast (1982).  It became a best-seller.  Also with Mailer’s 

help he was released from prison.   Mailer wrote to the parole board that Abbot was an 

artist restrained by prison life from producing his works of art.  Once on the outside 

Abbot was invited to talk shows and to chic New York parties. He lived in a half-way 

house and was two weeks away from a parole when he stabbed and killed a waiter in a 

restaurant in cold blood in a trivial argument—and he went back to prison, 15 years to 

life.  He hung himself in his cell last year.2   

 And so the height of Abbot's "comprehensive and tragic" wisdom was a senseless 

act of violence and his “deep compassion” didn’t kick in when it might have saved him.  

From the case of Mailer and Abbot we could infer that the romanticizing of violence lives 

from ignorance of its character and blindness to its effects. In this case it was Mailer who 

was dreaming, a sleep-walker.  

 

PART THREE: REVOLUTIONARY VIOLENCE AND THE “DESERT OF THE 
REAL” 
 

No society that I know of glorified violence in quite the way Europe since 

Romanticism and America from the 60’s to the present.  Certainly not with the same 

degree of reflectedness and by creating grand theories around it.  For the west since 

Romanticism violence could have a creative and cognitive value, and that is a wrinkle 

unique to western thinking, quite different, for instance, from the spiritualizing of combat 

in martial arts.  Violence asserted against order reclaimed not just macho manhood, but 

great art and profound understanding. 
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That strange and unique form of creating romances of violence in the west arose 

within the comfort of prosperous societies and in the minds of men who had for the most 

part never faced combat, like Burckhardt, Conrad Ferdinand Meyer, and Walter Burkert 

(Why is Switzerland so distinguished in this regard.  We could add Nietzsche, Professor 

at Basel, but he had in fact seen violent combat in the French-Prussian war.) That 

peaceful land may not have generated the violence that aids great works of art, but it 

produced great theory of violence).  They are men who admired heroism, did not live 

their lives in heroic roles, but would have liked to.  

The European romantics created a great project of recovering vitality and identity 

in a sterile, disenchanted present, by a return to primal beginnings, the restoration of a 

“Volksseele” betrayed by foreign domination, or of a “state of nature.”  This project 

developed into a structure of thinking that is still powerfully with us: human dignity lost 

in an unrecoverable past, attempts to regain it thwarted by society, government and 

religion. Political life, society and its rules, the ego and the presentation of the self in 

everyday life, are artifice; civilization represents a thin, shallow, inauthentic surface, held 

in place by powerfully repressive and authoritarian forces bent on maintaining their right 

to control.  That is a brief description that comprehends a wide variety of romantic 

nostalgia and discontent in nineteenth and twentieth century fiction and philosophy and in 

tweltieth century movies.  

Now this vastly influential direction of thought was and still is fundamentally 

revolutionary  (even when, as in Conrad and Freud, civilization finds advocates against 

“the horror” hidden beneath the surface of consciousness.)  Everywhere repression: a 

foreign high culture suppresses the “Volk” and its national identity; the ruling class 
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supresses the working class; the great powers supress the Germans; Catholicism represses 

Catholics; the Apollinian represses the Dionysian; the will represses the imagination; the 

superego and ego repress the libido.  All the surfaces of life are self-seeking, tyrannical 

and false or hypocritical; the strength and creative energies of the individual (or the 

individual nation) are in thrall to these controlling powers.   

This structure of thought set in motion a great enterprise of liberating the forces of 

vitality from imprisonment in the prison houses of social values.  A revaluing and 

rethinking of values on a grand scale was set into motion.  Scholars studying primitive 

society and anarchists at work on bombs in the nineteenth century and Hippies, flower 

children and black panthers in the twentieth, saw themselves at work breaking through 

repressive surfaces.  There is a strong provocation to revolutionary action in this structure 

of ideas.  (And I can’t do more than mention some of the philosophical advocates of 

revolutionary violence: Georges Sorel, Frantz Fanon, Jean-Paul Sartre).  Morality, the 

law and the state are your enemies.  Institutions and moral restraints are an arbitrary 

invention of the dominant civilization to control dissent.  The most advanced civilizations 

are built on a hidden ground of violence (remember Burkert on Hellenic culture: “the 

savagery beneath the seemingly civilized exterior”; and on civilized life: it endures “only 

by giving a ritual form to the brute force that still lurks in men.”) To find the way back to 

your true self, you must confront the values of society, transform them, reject them,  

overthrow or even eliminate that world; then will you be free.  In its extreme paranoid 

form, it invites individuals to destroy representatives of that corrupting society: the 

unibomber, Timothy McVeigh, distant relatives of Uncle Charlie in Alfred Hitchcock’s 

Shadow of a Doubt screenplay by Thornton Wilder  (1942).  Uncle Charlie is a really 
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nice guy leading a second life as the Merry Widow Murderer.  In this scene he knows that 

his young niece, also called Charlie, is onto him, and he attempts to open her eyes to the 

realities of the human condition: 

[JOSEPH COTTON ON THE HORRORS BEHIND ORDINARY LIFE]  

You live in a dream.  You’re a sleep-walker, blind.  How do you know what the 
world is like?  Do you know the world is a foul sty?  Do you know if you ripped the 
fronts off houses, you’d find swine?  The world’s a hell.  What does it matter what 
happens in it?  Wake up Charlie.  Use your wits.  Learn something. 

 
By this logic, Niece Charlie should approve of her Uncle’s serial murders of wealthy 

widows, perhaps even participate.  It’s only realistic; it’s waking up and recognizing the 

essence behind the hypocritical surface.  It’s true, Uncle Charlie’s a psycho, and that 

tends to discredit his sentiments.  But he acts out of conviction: the conviction that human 

evil justifies someone who wipes out humans and profits from it.  [In that scene we see a 

powerful influence on another film director with a strong vision of “the horror” masked 

by everyday life, David Lynch.]   

 This romantic paradigm is at work in the film The Matrix. The main character is 

a computer hacker, a loner (Keanu Reeves) who has trouble holding down a regular job, 

but gets a real career breakthrough when he’s fingered as the savior of the real world.  

The annunciation comes through messages that appear mysteriously on his computer 

screen.  They reveal to him his messiah role and his divine name, “Neo”, the one; his 

admiring female fellow rebel is called Trinity.  The whole calling and mission of Neo are 

packaged in a messianic atmosphere, heavy with significant looks and portentous 

proclamations that sound like old Biblical Movies like The Robe and The Chalice.  

(“Could this be the one whose coming was foretold to us?”).  The purpose of the small 

rebel band led by Morpheus is to save mankind and the world from the domination of 
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machines. Machines have created a world of complete artifice, in which we all live.  The 

thriving, bustling world around Neo, the world he took to be real, is total virtual reality.  

[MARK 1: MORPHEUS EXPLAINS THE WORLD TO NEO]    

MORPHEUS: Everything we experience as real is in fact an illusion, enabled by the 
matrix.   
NEO: The Matrix? 
MORPHEUS: Do you want to know what it is? The Matrix is the world that has been 
pulled over your eyes to blind you to the truth. 
NEO: What truth? 
MORPHEUS: That your are a slave, Neo.  Likeveryone else you were born into…a 
prison of the mind. [Ripples of thunder and lightning outside] 
 

The visible, surface world of this movie is a computer-generated dream world, built to 

keep us under control. Only a few illuminati are able to distinguish the dream from 

reality.   

Real human beings are imprisoned in womb-like art nouveau shells layed out in 

vast fields and stacked in high rise buildings.  Their physical bodies continue to function 

in amniotic fluid while their vital energies are sucked out to feed the machines (to what 

purpose is never explained) and their mental forces are projected into that virtual world to 

function in a way that none of them can distinguish from what we in our programmed 

delusion call reality.  

There is an actual physical world, or rather, the remains of it: it is a bombed out, 

smoking shell, destroyed in a war of machines against humans.  [MARK 2: THE 

DESERT OF THE REAL]  That phrase provided Slavoj Zizek with the title of his essay 

on the Sept. 11 attacks. 

A few humans have escaped from their shells.  So does Neo.  He is aborted from 

his mechanical womb, flushed down a sewer system, and he joins his fellow rebels, to 
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begin a precarious life of rebellion against the enslaving forces. Like early Christians the 

rebels are persecuted but are sustained by a religious faith in some ill-explained 

providence favoring humans over machines.   

By a logic that escapes me, Morpheus and the rebels take all the people in the 

virtual world to be complicitous in the conspiracy of the machines, hence fair game for 

the rebels.  Their cause gives them an open license for violence.  Here Neo and Trinity 

are preparing their rescue of Morpheus from the agents.  [MARK 3: WHAT DO YOU 

NEED? NEO: GUNS]   

While they are all illusions and projections, they seem to be vulnerable to bullets.  

They bleed and die. Neo and his friends normally fight against agents (the Matrix police).  

On the way, they do have to massacre a security force of normal virtual citizens with 

wives and children at home—at least digitalized projections of wives and children.  In the 

Matrix, the world as seen and experienced is a represented world.  It’s also evil and 

conspiracy-driven: They’re all your enemies.  Therefore the killing is as free as a video-

game where you mow down your enemies with assault weapons, guilt-free and fear-free. 

 The structure of revolutionary violence is present and its appeal to attack the 

world around you is strong.  I’ll just let some spin-offs of the Matrix speak to that issue: 

The movie was released on March 31, 1999.  A month later the Columbine High School 

shooting took place.  Two boys in trench coats carrying duffel bags filled with weaponry, 

clearly modeled on the Matrix killed 25 fellow students. 

A 19 year old, Josh Cooke, shot his parents to death.  He wore a trench coat while he did 

the deed.  He had a matrix poster on the wall of his room and believed that he lived in 
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that film and was freeing himself from the Matrix.  His lawyers defended him on the 

basis of that obsession.   

Lee Malvo, accused of being the Washington, DC sniper, wrote a note in jail: “Free 

yourself of The Matrix.” 

A Google search of “Matrix defense” turns up other cases of shootings based on the 

movie and two cases of murderers winning an insanity plea by appeal in part to what’s 

now being called the Matrix defense.3 

 

PART FOUR: KANT VS. HOBBES 

 Ideas from the high culture are useful in politics.  While they do not move 

or create policy, they help undergird it and give it panache.  No government or individual 

that relies on consensus approval can act on ideas that are generally discredited, false, 

contrary to that government’s or individual’s ends.  Therefore the debate over ideas has 

enormous importance.   

The neoconservatives of the past decade have proclaimed with particular 

emphasis their ideas, new ideas, as part of their title to mainstream policy-making.  In the 

run-up to the Iraq war the opposition of a Hobbesian to a Kantian world was particularly 

useful for framing questions like, is a preemptive strike justifiable?  Is the dominant 

world power justified in waging war without the consent of its allies?   

A neo-conservative writer, Robert Kagan, has a book much discussed at the 

moment: Of Paradise and Power:  America and Europe in the New World Order.  

Paradise—is Europe. It’s a fool’s paradise, says Kagan, a Kantian world where progress 

leads to harmony and harmony to an eternal peace.  Power—is America.  Being the one 
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world power willing and able to police the world by huge military expenditures, America 

necessarily lives in a Hobbesian world, where conflict reigns and war is the native state, 

staved off only by sovereign power.  For Hobbes the state of war of all against all made 

“anticipation” into self-preservation.  The contemporary counterpart is “pre-emption.”  

    Kagan reduces the relations of America and Europe to a simple binary 

category: Weakness and strength.  The progressive, Enlightenment ideas of peace 

through negotiated settlements, contract theory of international cooperation, 

mulitlateralism, collective defense: these are ideals that  weak countries use to gloss over 

their weakness.  Those countries won’t support a large military, they won’t fight.  So they 

might as well make a virtue and a philosophy of peacefulness.  America is strong, and so 

its aggression and designs for domination are not cowboy-nature, but the necessary 

posture of strength.  While reading Kagan’s book I kept thinking of the German maid in 

Woody Allen's Everyone says I Love You. Her employer complains to her that there’s no 

sauce on the spaghetti; it’s just noodles.  She replies, “It’s German pasta, not Italian.  The 

Italians need sauce.  They’re weak.  Germans are strong.”  In Kagan’s view,  peace and 

reconciliation, treaties and alliances, are sauce on the pasta of the weak Europeans.   

 More simple-minded advocates of the present war revert more plainly to the 

structure, “civil surface” vs. “brutal essence” than the comparatively sophisticated Kagan.  

Jean Bethke Elshtain and Victor Davis Hanson, for instance.  Hanson writes, “…human 

nature is unchanging and predictable through the ages—its essence being raw, savage and 

self-serving just beneath the veneer of civilization.”4  

 The idea of the Hobbesian world is garden variety essentialism, and while neither 

Paul Wolfowitz nor Robert Kagan quote Nietzsche or Walter Burkert, their thinking 
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moves in the same direction.  I would recommend to the neoconservatives also, along 

with Nietzsche and Burkert, an essay by Michel Foucault with the title, “Society must be 

Defended.”  It is a conflation of his opening lectures at the Collège de France in 1976.  It 

has the character of an extended thesis statement, putting forward views of power in the 

form of claims to be tested.  He starts by inverting the famous dictum of Clausewitz that 

war is politics pursued by other means.  Foucault turns that phrase around: politics is war 

pursued by other means.  War is to be considered as “a primary and fundamental state of 

things.”  War is directly or indirectly the nucleus of political institutions.   

This is high style essentialism, far more chic and radical than the plain clichéd 

thought of the neocons.  The implications of reversing Clausewitz are considerable.  His 

dictum just makes war into an instrument of politics.  Foucault’s thesis suggests that war 

is the native state of humankind, and not only institutions but also personal relations 

derive from it.  We might say: in Foucault’s essay, Hobbes meets The Matrix.  War is 

reality; social and political institutions are masks: “Beneath the omissions, illusions, and 

lies that make us believe in the necessities of nature or the functional requirements of 

order, we are bound to reencounter war…  It continuously divides the entire social body.  

It is not enough to find this war as an explanatory principle; we must reactivate it, make it 

leave the mute, larval forms in which it goes about its business…and lead it to a decisive 

battle that we must prepare for if we intend to be victorious.”  Within such a world view, 

universal truth, ethical and religious values, human laws and justice, are illusions and 

traps.  To get real, we return to war, we assert power, we seek dominance.   

 I have a vision: Foucault receives an invitation from the White House, more likely 

from the Pentagon (it can’t happen because he died 20 years ago; but I can still dream it): 
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Paul Wolfowitz requests the pleasure of Michel Foucault’s company at lunch and would 

like to probe his ideas on war as the foundation of politics and institutions.  

Foucault and Wolfowitz, advisors to the Bush administration? not likely, I admit.  

But let’s hold onto that impossibility to make my point: the Romance of Violence funnels 

into present American foreign policy.  As they say, what goes around comes around, and 

what’s coming around now is the collusion of once radical thought with American 

foreign policy, of Hobbes with Bush. The Bush administration is the new radicals.  Paul 

Krugman speaks of Bush as surreptitiously leading a radical right-wing political 

movement against American government as it developed in the past century.  No wonder 

that the deep-structures of radicalism, if not its rhetoric, serve their purpose.  For the 

present administration, liberal democratic America is living in a dream, it’s a sleep-

walker—as are Niece Charlie (Shadow of a Doubt) and Neo (Matrix).  Reconciliation, 

peace, critical thought are dangerous illusions.  We/they must penetrate through these 

surface artifices, like Neo and his band of rebels through the Matrix, must wake up 

Americans to the truth of constant warfare.   

The idea, “war is reality,” has the coercive force of those other models of surface 

and essence: European ideas are utopian, Apollinian.  Liberal ideals are wooly, false, out 

of date—so this logic runs.  They can’t come to terms with the urgent need to defend 

America.  “It’s a Hobbesian world” means, we’d be naïve fools if we didn’t fight a war.   

The foes of the institutions of government are now running them. The intellectual 

avante-garde has to shed its adherence to an exhausted paradigm of late romantic 

thinking.  That paradigm is like nuclear waste that grows more dangerous the older and 

more useless it gets.  Nietzsche freed the west from the tyranny of an arid Apollinian 
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culture and set the Dionysian in its place; now we need someone to free us from the 

Dionysian.  

 

 Fortunately, the Iraq war, as theorized by Wolfowitz and the neo-cons and 

envisioned by Rumsfeld, is over.  It’s history, even if the reconstruction has a long way to 

go.  And that means, we can test and analyse the ideas that were its foundation.  Most of 

them fade like ghosts at sunrise:  Weapons of mass destruction / The Al Qaeda 

connection / The imminent threat of Saddam Hussein / America can go it alone / UN 

inspectors are sluggish and ineffective.  This war is the greatest misuse of American 

military strength I’ve seen, the greatest manipulation of popular opinion to win support.  

But at least one good side, minor and intellectual though it is, is the discrediting of at 

least some of the premises of the new American push for empire and domination.  The 

negative example of the Iraq war has at least some longstanding bits of wisdom: the 

people advocating war lie—now as in the two world wars of this century—through the 

medium of national myths, to start wars;  friends and allies are important; and power 

corrupts; it makes for arrogance, arrogance leads to hubris; hubris leads to a fall.  Robert 

Kagan’s treatise on American power and European weakness doesn’t mention that aspect 

of power. 

It remains to be seen to what extent the culture of violence actively cooperated 

with the Iraq war.  What we know is that very many Americans admire violence and pay 

to see it at a time when it threatens to engulf our culture and others.  And when it comes 

to engulfing, we say to the powers that be, protect us from murder, rape, muggings and 

terrorist attacks.  Give us law and order, but don't take away our guns, and don't take 
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away our visions of violence.  Don’t mess with our heroic culture with its strong, brutal, 

unconquerable heroes, its wonderful scenes of edgy carnage.  We love that culture.  It 

makes us feel strong.  It’s exciting and full of adventure.  It makes us truly human in a 

way that our jobs and social life don’t.  It has good philosophical underpinnings and great 

commercial value, and our peace-making has none, at least none that’s compelling at the 

moment.  Our present administration hears the call and answers: you want strength; we’ll 

give you strength.  You want adventure?  we’ll give you adventure.  You think bloodshed 

and explosions are exciting and thrilling?  Step into the recruiter’s office.  You probably 

don’t have a job or a college education anyway.   

 

 

 

 

1. Norman Mailer, "Talking of Violence: An Interview with W. J. Weatherby," in Pieces and 
Pontifications, p. 28-31. 

2 Woody Allen parodied Mailer’s glorification of a criminal in Everyone Says ‘I Love You’ 
 
3 See http://www.abcnews.go.com/sections/GMA/Living/GMA030519MatrixLegalCases 
 
4 Victor David Hanson, An Autumn of War: What America Learned from September 11 and the War on 
Terrorism, (New York: Anchor, xv. 
 
 
 
 
Appendix to “The Romance of Violence in Western Culture” 
 
Five Theses on violence: 
1. All representations of violence in a culture of violence affirm it and participate in the 

“romance.”   
2. Active opposition to a culture of violence—protest, lawsuits, legislation, 

censorship—ultimately strengthen what they’re opposing.  Only theory, solid 

                                                



 

Jaeger, Romance of Violence 
 

19 

                                                                                                                                            
empirical studies, critical debate, humanistic education, films and fiction, and the real 
experience of violence can effectively oppose its glorification. 

3. The idea that “human nature” inclines us to violence is essentialist nonsense; so is the 
claim that the fundamental condition of life is conflict and warfare—and the attendant 
claim that human institutions and all forms of authority are based on violence 
exercised in different forms.  Useless in terms of their truth-value, such claims help 
short-circuit critical thought and ultimately legitimize aggression by individuals and 
governments. 

4. Represented violence produces acts of violence only in very few cases, spectacular 
though they may be.  Overall its influence on action is minimal; its influence on style, 
written and lived, is strong.  

5. When a culture of violence coincides with a climate of ideas arguing that violence 
and war are man’s fundamental state, it becomes a potent combination that favors  
war, terrorism, “pre-emptive strikes,” and individual acts of violence.   
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